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ABSTRACT
In Black Baptist congregations, particular esteemed 
elderly women are given the title "Mother," and these 
Mothers form boards. The influence and composition of the 
Mother's Board in the Black Baptist Church stems from the 
matrifocal networks in Pre-Colonial West Africa, and recur 
in the United States' slave community.
Matrifocality" is the mother-child bond being the 
"focus of relationships" within kinship. Researchers note 
that matrifocality can exist in the midst of patriarchal 
systems. In this study, the term matrifocality is used to 
describe and link the role of the domestic mother to the 
role of the Church Mother.
In the slave community, the Pre-Colonial West African 
ancestral title "Mother" indicated veneration and authority 
in a complex support system. This is also true in the 
traditional Black Baptist church where the Mother's Board 
secures and transmits ancestral traditions through
^"generational links."
* Richard Smith, "The matrifocal family"," in J. Goody (Ed.), The 
character of kinship (London: Cambridge University Press, 1973).
* J.D. Garner and S. 0. Mercer, Women as they Age (New York: The 
Hawthorn Press, 2001) 37.
iii
A case study of the Mother's Board of the First
Missionary Baptist Church of Sun Village, California was 
conducted using the methods of participant observation, in- 
depth interviews, and oral history. This study shows the 
network formed around the Mother's Board at First
Missionary Baptist Church as an exemplification of 
recurring matrifocal’ networks in the history of the African 
American community. Subsequently the study shows that the 
matrifocal network of the Mother's Board is responsible for 
the communal subsistence of the church as a "family".
iv
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Aging is a natural process, however, in this youth 
oriented society, growing older can sometimes mean growing 
useless and burdensome. There are few avenues for the 
elderly to use their experiences and skills amassed over a 
lifetime. The Black Protestant church in the United States 
provides a place of refuge for the elderly, especially for 
elderly women. The church is an institution within the 
Black community that is actively engaged with the health 
and well-being of the elderly. The church gathers around 
these women in a way consistent with the history of the 
Black community and its women. The significance of these 
elderly Black women within the church and the Black 
community has long been underestimated and undocumented. 
They represent the matrifocality that has had a presence in 
Africa, the community of slaves, and in the contemporary 
African American community. Matrifocality is described in 
Smith's (1973) research as being the "strength of the 
mother-child relationship, and in the tendency for the unit 
of woman, her children and her daughters' children to 
emerge as a particularly solitary unit, often constituting, 
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the core of^theJ^J domestic group" (italics added for 
emphasis) (123).
Elderly women in the Black protestant church have a 
history of forming solitary units of activism and support. 
Because of their activism and support, many of the elderly 
women are given the title "Mother." In slave communities, 
where many African traditions were preserved, the term 
"mother" was not stringently preserved for blood ties but 
it was used as a term of veneration and acknowledgement of 
fulfilling the role of mother in a complex support system, 
this is also true in the traditional Black Baptist church.
In the Black Baptist church, elderly women who are 
called Mothers have formed a board consisting of a 
president, secretary, treasurer, advisor, teachers and 
membership. The formal structure of a Mother's Board 
reflects the heritage of elderly Black women in venerated 
roles of prominence in the Black Baptist denomination, 
stemming from the slave community that was not matriarchal 
as many have claimed, but rather matrifocal (White 1983). 
In this study, the definition of the matrifocal family is 
applied to the Black Baptist church, which is commonly 
referred to as the "church family" (Brown 1994).
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During slavery Black men held the role of the preacher 
or pastor. That fact not withstanding, women had few 
restrictions within slave religion. With freedom, 
assimilation to the dominant culture's dictates on women's 
roles restricted the freedoms of religious women in the 
Black Baptist church. This, however, did not erase the 
matrifocality present within many Black Christian 
denominations. Researchers argue that matrifocality often 
exists in the midst of patriarchal systems (Smith 1973;
White 1983; Davis 1971). The term "matrifocality" refers to 
the focus of the mother-child bond within the system of 
kinship. This focus can even exist with the husband/father 
present and active within the household (Smith 1973; White 
1983), "It is women in their role as mothers who come to be 
the focus of relationships" [italics added for emphasis] 
(Smith 1973:125). The woman becomes the critical agent for 
continuity and survival of the family unit (White 1989;
Smith 1973). Similarly in the Black Baptist Church 
Mothering is crucial to the continuity and survival of the 
church family unit and the church itself. The definition of 
matrifocality is appropriately used to describe and link 
the role of the mother in the home to the role of Church 
Mother. The Black Baptist church maintains a patriarchal 
3
structure, but as Gilkes (1990) notes it is "an ambivalent 
patriarchy" (84) unlike the Euro-American denominational 
structure. Brown (1994) characterizes this ambivalent 
patriarchy by explaining the male-female dynamic of power 
within the Black Baptist church. Brown describes the 
dynamic as "male-female complimentarity in which women's 
support of male corporate leadership is complemented by 
men's perpetuation of the great prestige of women in church 
and home" (2). Boylan (1978), White (1983), and Carlson 
(1992) also discuss the "complimentarity" among Blacks and 
the church.
During slavery Black men predominately held the role 
of the preacher or pastor, however, women had few 
restrictions within slave religion. With freedom, 
assimilation to the dominant culture's denominational 
dictates on women's roles constricted the freedoms of 
religious women in the Black Baptist church. This, however, 
did not erase the matrifocality present within the church. 
The congregation, which is a majority female, and the 
leadership of the church, which is largely male, encourages 
the formation of influential networks for elderly women. 
Historically and presently, these networks are essential to 
the longevity of the church and the longevity and quality
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of life for women. Within these essential networks there 
exists the emotional, social and domestic support of not 
only the elderly women, but also younger women and 
children. This enables the transference of religious 
fervor, as well as traditions and ideals of motherhood and 
womanhood. These elderly women weave a network that spans 
from the oldest- woman to the youngest girl and boy, 




Early Black Baptists and Women
The Black Baptists have a long history in the United 
States whose roots extend before the Revolutionary War. 
The Baptist denomination had an African American membership 
that was both slave and free, in the North and the South. 
With the acknowledgement of Black preachers by the majority 
White leadership of the Baptist denomination, the formation 
of a wholly Black congregation came about (Raboteau 1978; 
Washington 1986). Divisions among Baptist African 
Americans came from differences in the geographical regions 
of the various churches, whether from the Northern 
understanding of doctrine, where the Baptist preachers were 
taught by their White counterparts, or from the Southern 
traditions, where preachers were taught by "law abiding 
Southern white deacons and pastors," or sprung from the 
secret prayer meetings led by preachers who had heard the•7Baptist doctrine (Washington 1986:109). 1
The northern Black Baptists were active in the 
abolition of slavery and always called for equality for 
their congregants. After the abolition of slavery, Baptist 
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preachers of the North clashed with the "uneducated" 
Baptist ministers of the South (Washington 1986). They 
sought closer adherence to the Scripture and a shedding of 
practices of the "ecstatic" slave religion (Washington 
1986). Washington notes in Frustrated Fellowship (1986) 
that some Black Baptist churches in the South rendered 
women powerless in the congregation in accordance with 
White expectations of church organization. However, Black 
missionaries from the North were very concerned with those 
churches whose origins were in the slave plantation. 
Interestingly, there is a distinction in Baptist slave 
religion from other Black Baptist churches with regard to 
the role of the Church Mother. The role was an anomaly, 
outside the "invisible institution"1 at that time. This 
power within the church was a strikingly uncommon role for 
women in the congregation before the emergence of the 
"invisible institution" into a visible church. Washington 
(1986) cites the remarks of Charles Satchell, a missionary 
from an African American Baptist missionary society called 
the Consolidated American Baptist Missionary Convention.
1 Raboteau (1978) refers to the slave church as the "invisible 
institution" in Slave Religion the Invisible Institution.
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Satchell's observations were reported by Rufus Perry on
June 1868 in The American Baptistr
In addition to the vices and irregularities 
inseparably attendant upon the state of slavery, 
there have been the "church mothers," "gospel 
mothers," and "old sheppards [sic]," officials 
[of the congregations] quite outside of the New 
Testament arrangement, but who nonetheless claim 
to be under the special influence of the Spirit, 
and exercise an authority, greater, in many cases 
than that of the ministers. If a member can keep 
on the right side of these gospel Mothers, he 
need not have no fear of church displeasure; but 
woe to that disciple who is so unfortunate as to 
be out their favor. (109)
The role of Church Mother sprang from slave religion,
not denominational traditions. Baptist churches that
emerged after slavery in the South retained their "mother- 
centeredness" (Smith 1973:128). The great spiritual 
influence and prominence of Black Baptist Church Mothers 
could not go ignored; it is unprecedented in the annals of 
Christianity and indeed most organized religion.
Although motherhood and the role of women are 
noted as prominent in .many African societies from where 
Africans were captured and enslaved, this maintenance of 
prominence had to have a certain context and culture within 
which it could thrive. The White Baptists did not have a 
context for such prominence of womanhood. This attitude of 
the exclusion of women was included in the training of 
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Black Baptist ministers in the North, and was condemned in 
the South where some Black congregations existed outside of 
the plantation.
Attempts to reconcile White denominationalism with
Black cultural heritage often affected the religious 
liberties of Black women; however, Black Baptist women have 
a history of resistance and endurance. Evelyn Brooks 
Higginbotham in ’’Feminist Theology of the Black Baptist 
Church, 1880-1900" (1980) notes, "The feminist theology of 
the Black Baptist church certainly did not constitute a 
break from orthodoxy, but it did entail the restatement of 
orthodoxy in progressive, indeed, liberating terms for 
women" (168). The Baptist women in Higginbotham's study 
emphasized positive portrayals for women in the Bible 
(Higginbotham 1980). This emphasis gave women the Biblical 
context to refute the stringent limitations that some 
clergy attempted to use to constrain women. Through the 
feminist theological lens, the Bible was seen as 
liberating. Strong Biblical women such as Deborah the 
judge, and Esther the queen and preserver of her nation, 
were used as examples of divine leadership and authority.
The Samaritan woman, also known as "the woman at the well," 
to whom Jesus revealed His divinity, is said to be the 
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first woman evangelist, converting her entire town. Baptist 
women were well aware of these examples, and being students 
of the scriptures as well as teachers, they were 
increasingly aware of their authority and position in 
scripture, in the home, and in the community. Higginbotham 
names Baptist women such as Mary Cook, Virginia Broughton, 
and Lucy Wilmot Smith as "intellectual leaders of the cause 
of Black Baptist women between 1880 and 1900" (168).
The Black Baptist Mother's Board comes from a 
tradition of women who asserted their traditional and 
Biblical authority to influence ‘their religious community.
Black Evangelical Womanhood
During the nineteenth century, in the same time period 
Charles Satchell reported on the unregulated power of 
Baptist Church Mothers, and iconoclasts like Mary Cook and 
Virginia Broughton were active in the church, societal 
ideals of how women should behave were heavily discussed in 
the newspapers, women's magazines, novels, and in religious 
circles (Welter 1966, Boylan 1978, Carlson 1992). The Black 
Baptist women were most influenced by the ideals of 
womanhood from "Evangelical womanhood" (Boylan 1978) and 
"Black Victoria"'(Carlson 1992:62). These ways of 
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understanding womanhood structured the lives of out-spoken 
Black Baptist women. These ideals of womanhood have been 
passed down through generations in the Black Baptist 
community. They are retained and taught to younger women 
by influential women such as the women of the Mother's 
Board.
Boylan (1978) describes converted Evangelical women as 
having "concern with being useful, doing something 
meaningful in their lives" (65). Boylan (1978) notes that 
they also saw themselves as "nurturing, sensitive, pious; 
more aware than man of injustice, and more capable of 
providing comfort to those in: need" (65). The evangelical 
ideal of having "meaningful" lives and addressing injustice 
did not fit the larger society's views of womanly behavior. 
In the nineteenth century, Sunday school provided the space 
for Evangelical women to put their womanhood to task where 
they taught and created curriculums, and built their own 
administrations.
In the African American community, "Black Victoria" 
embodied both "the genteel behavior of the 'cult of 
womanhood'" (Welter 1966) and "attributes valued by her own 
race and community" (Carlson 1992:61). Black Victoria was 
"genteel," "virtuous and modest," "altruistic and pious" 
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and "well groomed and presentable at all times" (61). Black 
women from every class were entreated to exercise ideas of 
womanhood. Carlson also brings attention to Black
Victoria's qualities that were specific to the African
American community between 1880 and 1910:
First and foremost, she was intelligent and well- 
educated. She displayed a strong community and 
racial consciousness, often revealed in her work— 
whether paid or unpaid—within the black 
community. Self-confident and out-spoken, .she 
was highly esteemed by her community which 
frequently applauded her as a 'race woman' and 
role model for young people. In these areas, the 
black community's expectations of the ideal woman 
differed from those of the larger society (62).
Black Victoria's racial consciousness and the
Evangelical woman's dedication to Christian instruction
merge in the Black Baptist woman who untiringly worked in
and through the church for the betterment of conditions for
her race, the furtherance of the Christian cause, and
liberating women who sought to do both.
These women and others who voiced Black Baptist
feminist theology championed motherhood, "Motherhood was
regarded as the greatest sanctity" (Higginbotham 1980:170).
The role in the home was not viewed as inferior, but was
esteemed and celebrated along with the role of teacher,
prophet, and minister among the women. Many of these 
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outspoken women drew their strength from the prominence 
that was previously established in the religious circles of 
slavery. The Black Baptist Mother's Board's members in 
this study have inherited this same consciousness of a 
feminist theology; the women understand and appreciate the 
special sphere of motherhood and womanhood in the Baptist 
community.
Elders: An Ancient Reverence
The Mother's Board in some form has existed in the 
Black Baptist church with origins in the slave plantation. 
However, before enslavement and subsequent arrival in the 
United States, there was a reverence for women who exerted 
their power within and outside the family in the social, 
political, and economic realms (Gilkes 1994; Sudarkasa 
1981). "Mother" was the name applied to elderly women in 
pre-colonial Africa (Gilkes 1994) . It is seemingly 
axiomatic that the same reverence for the elderly in West 
Africa would survive the Middle Passage and exist within 
the community of slaves and its religion. "Omu"2, loosely 
2 Researchers often use the continent of Africa when referring to the 
use of the term mother, without specifying specific country or tribe.
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translated, means "female king". Gilkes cites Eva 
Meyerowitz's (1960) translation as "queen mother" (Gilkes 
1994:88) not meaning wife of a king, but prominence in 
decision making. Gilkes (1994) discusses titles women 
assigned in Africa to describe age and status, not simply 
blopd ties. "Peers were called 'sisters,' and their elders 
were called 'mothers'" (Gilkes 1994:88). Elderly women were 
not seen as peers. Prominent older women in the Christian 
church during slavery were given the title "Mother" not 
only because of the African roots of this title, but 
because of the practice of many slave owners to separate 
families, often leaving children without their birth 
mothers. Elder women often filled the role of mother in 
the absence of birth mothers. These references to Mother- 
are commonly used today within the Black Baptist church.
Black Elderly Women Have Religious Networks
Women have a history of forming networks that upheld 
the women and the community including men and children. 
Scholars suggest that families were matrifocal rather than 
matriarchal, not underestimating the centrality of the 
mother, nor ignoring the existence of patriarchy in the 
slave community (White 1983; White 1987; Davis 1971).
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In Christian religion the female slaves were usually 
the first to start "praising God." "Shouting" or praising, 
the lifting of hands and the raising of the voice to 
worship, was termed "ecstatic" and was often unpleasant to 
the White owners and their churches (Close 1997; Raboteau 
1978). An ex-slave man recounts his grandmother being "a 
powerful Christian woman, and she did love to sing and 
shout," just as many elderly slave women did (Close 
1997:70). Testimony was also a religious service elderly 
slave women led. These elderly women stood in the midst of 
fellow worshipers declaring what God had done for them'. 
Testimonial services were also a place "younger slaves 
learned from old women" (Close 1997:71) where they 
"cherished ways of saying and- doing things for the 
edification of their fellow negroes" (71). Today, the 
shout and the testimony are still "cherished ways" that 
elderly women lead in the Black Baptist community to edify 
the congregation. Close claims that the elderly women held 
the admiration of the community because of their "staunch 
religiosity" and their general leadership (72).
Their leadership in all aspects was exemplified in 
what White (1985) refers to as "female slave networks" 
(119). Close (1997) introduces the "trash gang" (73) that 
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was comprised of elderly and pregnant women, young girls 
and boys. In this band of workers the younger women learned 
from the older women; there was a "socialization function" 
to having such a network that the slave owners did not 
necessarily intend. There was not only this 
intergenerational network, but an intragenerational network 
as well. Close calls it the "Drop Shot Gang" which was 
made up of "women that were too old or were sick and could 
not work in the field" (73). Elderly women worked with 
other elderly women to not only be productive but, more 
importantly, supportive. The intergenerational and 
intragenerational networks are still at work in Black 
Baptist churches in the United States. A main conduit of 
these networks is the Mother's Board. The board labors in 
both what could be likened to the "trash gang" and the 
"Drop Shot Gang," socializing, aiding, and instructing 
young girls and women, and socializing, aiding and 
instructing other elderly women.
Matrifocal networks such as the trash gang and Drop 
Shot Gang reemerge in the Black Baptist Church during 
Reconstruction. Berkeley illuminates this networking in a 
Black Baptist church in Memphis Tennessee. Berkeley (1985) 
uses Beale Street Baptist Church's Baptist Sewing Society 
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as an example of a matrifocal network. The congregations 
consisted of newly freed slaves. This network raised funds 
to turn the church from a "bush arbor" (wooden posts that 
stand about eight feet high and wooden poles laid across 
the top with leaves and heavy branches stacked on top to 
shelter from the sun) to a solid structure on the newly 
purchased land.
Berkeley notes that the Black church community "served 
as the base for the women's benevolent activities" and 
financial well-being for its members (1985:73). Between 
1866 and 187*4 of all the women's accounts in the Freedman's 
Savings and Trust Company of Memphis, Tennessee the Baptist 
societies accounted for 53.1 percent of the depositors, 
numbering 34 out of the 64 organizations (Berkeley 1985).
Black Baptist women have a strong history of social 
activism, welfare and benevolence. These women were usually 
not affluent or elite; most were "laundresses, ironers, and 
domestics" (Berkeley 1985:74) who gave of their sustenance 
for the welfare of the community in very maternal 
administration.
Progress and assimilation among the Black elite slowly 
drowned out the teaching of "mutuality" preached in the 
slave family and in the slave church (Berkeley 1985:72).
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However, in large Black denominations such as the Baptist 
church, mutuality, social welfare, and benevolence were 
still functions of the church that kept the congregations 
and communities afloat. These values were central to the 
continuity and survival of the church family unit.
Traditional networks that espouse mutuality, social 
welfare and benevolence provided by elderly Black Baptist 
women have been influential in quality of life issues for 
female congregants. Garner and Mercer (2001) note that 
"with modernity may come uncertainty that leads to searches 
for traditions and generational links as anchors [...] . Those 
generational links often exist among women as traditional 
kin-keeper"(37). As the church "modernized" the traditions 
and generational links have survived and have been passed 
on by the elderly, especially elderly women. These Church 
Mothers, as they aged, accumulated memories, skills, 
understanding, wisdom, spiritual revelation, and practical 
knowledge to apply to everyday life as women who are, 
Black, single, married, childless, or widowed which is an 
invaluable resource for the family and church community.
The Church Mothers who provide the generational links 
have experienced being the domestic Black mother who has 
consistently been a stabilizer in the community. Her 
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visibility in contrast to her White counterpart has made 
her appear super strong, super assertive, and consequently 
super masculine. The contrast conjures fallacies of 
pathology and unfounded arguments of matriarchy. That the 
Black woman would gain as much visibility as the White male 
in his community must be dissected and finally diagnosed 
(Moynihan 1965). The Black mother's method for survival has 
been described as pathological. Some, such as Moynihan, 
who researched Black motherhood, diagnosed their mode of 
survival as abnormal instead of examining the depraved 
circumstances constructed by White slave owners in the 
United States that Black mothers had to overcome. Their 
methods for survival reach back into the pre-colonial 
period of West Africa.
There are, of course, some modifications made in the 
role and reverence of mother during slavery that were 
brought from Western Africa. To survive, the women wisely, 
if not intentionally, resorted to the ways and teachings of 
their mothers and "othermothers" (Collins 2000) who learned 
from the previous generations of mothers. Although much of 
the language was stripped from them, the nonverbal 
communications of culture endure until this day.
19
All the Church Mothers interviewed
taken in immediate and extended family,
foster children. Kivett (1993) uncovers
in this study have
fictive kin, and/or
in her research
that African American grandmothers had more "flexible






and grandnephews, and fictive kin" (167). As 
grandmothers may be, Goldberg-Glen and Sands'
(2000) study reveals that "African American grandparents in
the sample were more likely to be single and poor
(^ [...] serving as an auxiliary corps of overworked, underpaid '
caregivers" (104). Economic hardships are not often a
repellent for giving care but a reason
shelter. Co-residency is considered by
for giving care and
some researchers as
a strategic means of survival (Caputo 2001).
"Intergenerational exchanges are viewed as a coping
strategy used by the black community to deal with the 
oppressive social environment [...] . Vrhis binding together is
seen as central to black culture or the black
experience [...]"/(Kivett 1993:170). This intergenerational
exchange has been experienced by the women of the Mother's
Board. Many of these women were raised by their mothers
and grandmothers, aunts, and cousins. Caputo (2001) 
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discusses "intergenerational transmission -of grandmother­
grandchild coresidency," a possible reason for generation 
after generation of grandmothers being caregivers (83). He 
says that African American grandmothers who live with their 
grandchildren "serve as role models to their children, 
instilling in them that the. right thing to do is to take in 
grandchildren in time of need" (83). The Church Mothers 
and the congregants have seamlessly applied the caregiving 
of the grandmother in the home to her caregiving in the 
church.
Organized groups such as the Mother’s Board ease 
transitions for aging Black women, giving women a reference 
point, a guide, and a role model. Involvement in the church 
and a structured formalized board within the church, 
buffers the women from the devaluation experienced by the 
elderly outside of the church in the larger secular 
community. The involvement of the Mother's Board is the 
"thread of hope" that McDonald (1987) says "stretched from 





To explore the intergenerational and intragenerational 
networks of the Mother's Board and its matrifocality I used 
in-depth interviews and participant observation for one 
congregation of the Black Baptist church. A case study of 
this Mother's Board was necessary in order to discuss 
Mother's Boards because of the limited written resources 
concerning this specific position in the Baptist church. 
The congregation I chose was First Missionary Baptist 
Church (FMBC). of Sun Village, California. There are 3,000 
congregants at First Missionary Baptist Church and fifteen 
members of the Mother's Board. I chose this Mother's Board 
as a case study because I have seen the commitment of these 
Mothers' to the church and the church to the Mothers. This 
case study involves the Mother's Board in the context of 
the church as a family. First Missionary Baptist Church, 
where the women are Mothers, has a small written history, 
in which the formal Mother's Board was shown as formulated 
in the 1970s. With much inquiry of church membership, it 
was revealed that there were Mothers at the inception of 
the church in 1950.
22
There are fifteen Mothers on the Mother's Board. Two
Mothers are in convalescent homes in failing health and 
were unable to participate. A third Mother declined the 
interview because her husband was dying from cancer and he 
needed her constant attention. I chose these twelve women 
because they are currently on the Mother's Board of FMBC, 
familiar with the workings of the organization and were 
available for interviews. The majority of the women have a 
Baptist background with a few women from other 
denominations. These women varied in class, education, 
marital status and activity within the church which gives a 
rounded view of women who occupy the position of Mother in 
the Black Baptist church. These women are primary resources 
for research on this particular subject. The respondents 
revealed the different roles within the Mother's Board and 
its function in the congregation.
The women, who had been members of First Missionary 
Baptist Church over forty years, were valuable sources of 
information, recalling the duties and activities Church 
Mothers were involved in during that time. They discussed 
the evolution of the Board to the present. The Mothers were 
given anonymity through pseudonyms.
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Through participant observation I gathered information 
about their notions of mothering the church as a Board. To 
allow time to familiarize themselves with me, I began to 
attend the Friday morning Bible studies where the majority 
of the women were Mothers. While attending Bible studies 
and church services with the women, I was able to interact 
informally with the members of the Board. I was welcomed; 
they gave me warnings, cautioning me in the ways of the 
"world", imparting wisdom for a long life as a young 
Christian woman, and encouraging me to stay studious both 
Biblically and academically. I attended a Mother's Board 
luncheon with the Bishop and announced that I wished to do 
a study of the Mother's Board. I asked of the Mother's 
Board permission to observe them, make note of their 
activities, and interview them individually. They 
unanimously consented. The eldest Mother gave me access to 
all of the Mothers. She granted me an interview first and 
gave me the list of the current Mothers. Her willingness 
to be interviewed first was helpful because all the Mothers 
respect her for her wisdom and seniority. Each interviewee 
asked who had been interviewed before them. Each interview 
was done at the interviewee's home except for one at a 
local library.
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This study is heavily reliant upon the in-depth 
interviews that I conducted with the'twelve women from the 
Mother's Board. From December 2004 to January 2005 I 
conducted interviews with Mothers of the church, and one 
interview of a woman who attended the church while the 
first pastor was still presiding.
The purpose of these in-depth interviews was to give a 
primary account of the understanding of the position of 
Church Mothers and to understand duties, and personal 
perceptions of the role of the Mother. Little was written 
in the church history about the Church Mother, so a primary 
source was necessary to gather the history of the Mothers 
in the history of the church. The use of the in-depth 
interview revealed other dimensions of the Mother that are 
rarely presented in the limited literature about Church 
Mothers (Yow 1994).
For these interviews I used a method called grounded 
theory to draw patterns from the interviews that I 
conducted (Yow 1994). Recurring themes arose from the 
interviews. I analyzed these themes to detail the 
matrifocality of the church and illustrate the Mother's 
Board as an expression of its matrifocality.
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I asked the Mothers of the Mother's Board questions 
about their duties in the church. I asked them about their 
perception of the roles of women within the home and the 
society. The women elaborated on the questions and their 
own statements. Some Mothers went into great detail about 
their personal life relating it to their preparation and 
call to be on the Mother's Board. The interviews were 
central in uncovering the function of the board.
Each interview was conducted at the individual 
respondent's home. This was intended to maximize the 
comfort of the respondent and to ease the business of 
mobility for these elderly women. One of the interviews 
was conducted at the public library. The interviews were 
recorded and later transcribed. The setting within each 
home varied. The noise level differed depending on whether 
family members of the Mothers were at home. Two of the 
interviews were momentarily interrupted by young 
grandchildren vying for my attention. They gave me 
directions from house to house. Some Mothers served me tea 
and cookies or cake. Five of the Mothers live by 
themselves. Seven of the Mothers live with some member of 
their family. Three of the seven have grandchildren who 
live in their homes. One Mother's child lives with her
26
along with his wife and son. She explained that they were 
the reason she would rather be interviewed at the library. 
One of the two Mothers who are married lives with her 
husband who is in good health. One Mother has four adopted 
children and a niece, and another Mother's cousin lives 
with her. The Mothers that were home by themselves usually 
had either the television or the radio on at low volume. 
The interviews were usually conducted in the living room or 
at the kitchen table. One Mother seated me in her bedroom 
and ironed sheets during her interview. The Mothers did not 
modify their home environment for the interviews to lessen 
the formality of the interview and increase familiarity 
both with me and their surroundings. By their commitment 
to maintaining a homely environment, the Mothers 
demonstrated their pervasive commitment to mothering.
I used an in-depth interview of the woman who had been 
a member of the church the longest to understand who was a 
Mother, why she was called Mother, when the board was 
organized, and the difference in duties in the past to the 
present. This interviewee's mother was also among the first 
Mothers of the Mother's Board.
I also interviewed the present pastor, who is also a 
bishop, meaning he oversees several churches throughout the 
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valley where the church is located. The pastor has 
pastored First Missionary Baptist Church for forty years. 
The pastor discussed things such as where the Mothers sit 
during church service, what they do during church services, 
how they interact with the congregation, how their 
responsibilities have changed over time especially since he 
was a child in a Baptist church in Mississippi. He stated 
the mission of the Mother's ministry is "to transfer 
experience, knowledge, love, and experiences and all that 
to younger women including the bad experiences [...]." He 
also has special regard for the eldest Mothers of the Board 
saying "my momma left [died] twenty-seven years ago, them 
Mothers just kinda took me over and they are my mommas." 
With various changes to the structure of the church and the 
enormous growth it has experienced, the pastor has valued, 
cherished, and protected the Mother's Board as a necessary 
entity for the congregation and himself.
The theme of the necessity of the Board was recurring 
and expressed in many of the women's interviews as well as 
the pastor's interview. The church family's understanding 
of the title Mother positionally and relationally was 
another theme that arose. The in-depth interviews and 
participant observations uncovered a strong matrifocal
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theme of the mother-child bond as the focal relationship in
creating a church family through intergenerational 




Brief First Missionary Baptist
Church History
The church was started in 1950 by three women, Irene 
Clark, Bertha Brown and a third woman who remains unknown. 
Miss Bertha Brown, considered by many congregants as one of 
the first Church Mothers, recounts "The Spirit moved Rev. 
Reddick E. Edwards to come to the desert [...] . Upon his 
arrival on that Sunday morning 1950 he found three of us 
together reading our bibles" {Dedicatorial Book of the 
First Missionary Baptist Church 1975:5). "The desert" or 
Sun Village was the only place during the 1950's that 
African Americans were allowed to buy land in the Antelope 
Valley, a section of Southern California. Lily Feldo, who 
has been a member of FMBC for over forty years, said "Oh 
yes! We had chicken farms, fresh fruit, and all Black owned 
too!" Feldo's mother was one of the first members of the 
formal Mother's Board. Running water and paved roads were 
not luxuries afforded by Black families in Sun Village in 
the 1950's. Racist regulations placed strict limitations on 
the land they bought and traveled. The church became the 
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center of spiritual and social life where congregants 
committed time and money to have collective wealth within 
the church family.
The church began as a Sunday School in a local 
gentleman's home. As the membership increased to seventy, 
they bought land to build what is referred to as the 
"Tent". The "Tent" was a literal tarp tent. Under the 
leadership of a new thirty-three year old Pastor Henry 
Hearns, the church membership grew rapidly. Having earned a 
Bachelors of Science in both agricultural and civil 
engineering, he and the congregation were able to swiftly 
and securely procure running water, paved sidewalks, 
electricity and more land to build upon. In the mid 196'0's 
at the time of Hearns' arrival, African Americans were 
allowed to buy land in previously segregated areas of the 
Antelope Valley and White families began to buy the 
inexpensive land in Sun Village. As the Black population 
spread throughout the Antelope Valley, the members commuted 
from the surrounding communities of Lancaster, Palmdale, 
and Littlerock to attend church. In this budding church 
family the Mother's Board became indispensable to Bishop 
Hearns' ministry and the congregation. The Mother's 
Board's manner of mothering the young church family was 
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very.familiar. The majority of the Mothers migrated to 
California from Southern states as had most of the 
congregation. The Board's mothering was especially 
important to young Pastor Hearns. These Mothers were his 
confidantes who provided meals, advice, prayer, 
encouragement, and support. The Board nurtured the growing 
church family through training the young women to serve in 
positions that they themselves had held as younger women. 
The Mothers taught Sunday School, and conducted the Baptist 
Training Union during the week for children and adults.
The Mother's Board
Why a Board? The Mother's Board is unique in its 
formal organization of Mothers in the church. Other 
predominately Black denominations have Mother types, some 
denominations have only one Church Mother or a board of 
stewardess, but it is the formal organization of Mothers, 
into a board that gives Mothers at First Missionary Baptist 
Church (FMBC) a place in administrative decisions and 
ministry. The Board, an organized body of aged women given 
the title Mother, unifies the elderly women to give them 
one resounding voice that expresses their concerns and 
cares for the congregation. In 2002 the title Mother's
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Board was changed to "Mother's Ministry" to emphasize the 
formal power of the Board. Mothers in the church existed 
since the inception of First Missionary Baptist Church in 
1950, however they were not formally organized until the 
early sixties when Henry Hearns Sr. was selected as pastor.
The former duties of the Mother's Board are slightly 
different from their current duties. Earlier generations of 
Mothers, who were also called "women of faith" (Mother 
Dobson) had a myriad of duties they fulfilled. The Mothers 
cleaned the church as though it were their personal home. 
Because of their astute management of the "household of 
faith," as mentioned earlier, the Mothers in the Old South 
were known to "run" the church or exercise authority beyond 
the consent of the congregation and the leadership. Mothers 
have since insisted that the church is only to be "ran by 
the Holy Spirit" (Mother Dobson). The variety of 
responsibilities varied by Boards, but generally, the 
earlier generations washed the linen that was placed on the 
communion table to serve the sacrament. The Mothers had 
the responsibility of making the communion bread and 
breaking it. They busied themselves with cooking for 
visiting ministers and for their own pastor. These women 
of faith often went down to the river bed and prayed aloud 
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"hoopin' an hollerin' dar in the woods" (Mother Bradden) on 
behalf of their church family. The Mothers wore dresses 
they made out of white course materials with white bonnets, 
and black penny loafers. The Mothers attended all of the 
revivals, baptisms, church dinners, and fellowships. They 
also conducted Sunday afternoon programs as well as the 
teaching during Baptist Training Union during the week. 
Mothers supervised and disciplined young children and 
teenagers. They had the authority given to them by the 
congregants to rebuke the children and, at times, spank the 
children to correct behaviors such as fighting on church 
grounds, causing distractions during church services, 
verbally disrespecting elders, and lewd conduct. The 
Mothers of today recall that those were the days that if a 
child's mother was informed that the child was misbehaving 
the woman believed the Mother and disciplined the child. 
The earlier Mothers stood in the midst of the congregation 
to give testimonies or begin a song. Testimony, prayer, 
and singing were ways that Mothers often participated in 
leading the congregation. Bishop Hearns recalls how the 
Mothers initiated call and response (Washington 1985; 
Collins 2000; Raboteau 1978) through song at First 
Missionary Baptist Church before 1985,
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For example one would hum out, one of the Mothers 
or one of the old deacons would come out with a 
song [Hearns sings] "I love the Lord, He heard my 
cry" then everybody else would say "I love..." 
they'd just go all the way through that, and then 
they'd say "oh and pitied every grown" and one of 
the Mothers would probably pick up that verse. 
While one of the men may start it off and one of 
the Mothers who're over on the other part of the 
Amen corner would pick up that part and say, "And 
He pitied every grown!" And then everybody would 
lead off behind that, an' somebody else maybe way 
out over on the other side of the church may grab 
another part of that verse. And it'd be just one 
person leading it! And then everybody else grab 
it and then afterwhile folks done get all tangled 
up, start to jumpin' all over the place, and and 
failin' out all over the floor, people fannin' 
each other. Oh it'd be a thang up in there. But, 
but that was the only form of worship we had [...].
The Mothers say that today the duties of the- Board
have dramatically decreased because there are so many
elders, ministers, deacons, deaconess, and congregants that
most of the duties the earlier generations of Mothers had
are now assigned to the church's ministries, however, they 
remain quite active. They attend the funerals of church 
members uniformly dressed in white suits and black hats to 
comfort and encourage the bereaved. They come together 
when there is a need for benevolence. The Mothers make sure 
women are properly dressed. They are the first called upon 
to advise and counsel younger mothers. The Mothers greet 
and welcome visiting churches, and cook for visiting 
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ministers. At Homecoming, the FMBC's anniversary, they 
prepare a table of Southern dishes from which they welcome 
the church family to eat. The Mothers also lend their 
voices for support of the pastor during the sermon. Mother 
Finer discusses verbal participation,
I'm a great Amen-er, I'm one of those people that 
just go "Amen," especially when the truth is 
being spoken so I think, I think Mothers should 
be there to lend their voices and let the other 
people know "hey I've been around a long time but 
this information is good stuff!"
An "Amen-er" affirms that the information is the 
truth; and assures the congregation it is the truth.
Along with attending funerals, and verbally validating 
sermons, the Board is to also serve as an intercessory 
prayer team and an advisory committee to the pastor on 
women's issues and benevolence. The Mother's Board focuses 
on issues such as life skills, conduct and etiquette, and 
proper child rearing, serving as a kind of women's 
behavioral control subcommittee within the church family. 
However, unlike other ministries, the Mother's Board is a 
ministry for outreach to the younger women and children and- 
simultaneously a sisterhood for the elderly women who join. 
The FMBC Mother's Board is composed of women varying in 
education and economic background, but having a common goal 
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to be living, tangible examples of women who have 
gracefully gone through the ordeals that trouble African 
American women. The Mothers on this Board seek to share 
their lives with younger women. This means having a life 
that is an "open book" says Mother Dobson. The Mothers 
have a standard for consistent "Christ-like"3 behavior in 
the public eye of the church family and in the privacy of 
their own homes.
3 Christ-like is how the Mothers refer to the behaviors that imitate 
Jesus Christ in Christianity.
Structure. Mother Potry is the current president of 
the Mothers Board. Potry specifies that the uniqueness and 
the strength of the board is that all the women are equal 
in having a voice and that there is no one person exerting 
total authority. The congregants may not know who the 
president of the Mother's Board is. The president is not 
supposed to exploit her position. She serves as the 
liaison for the board when dealing with church 
administration and directives that come from the pastor 
(the Mothers and the congregation also call him Bishop). 
The Board is an exclusive ministry. The Bishop refers to 
the ministry "as an absolute stand alone ministry in the 
church [...]. It answers for itself." Board members sternly 
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addressed the need to meet the requests of the Bishop. The 
Mothers do this according to their Biblical tenets along 
with standards for keeping the continuity of the church 
family. Brown (1994) says of their display of obedience 
that "men serve as corporate leaders at the pleasure of 
women, whose submission is voluntary" (10).
The Mother's Board has the offices of president, vice 
president, treasurer, secretary, calling coordinator, 
counselor, and teacher. Everyone within the Board has a 
specific duty. The president makes sure that the Mothers 
are in compliance with requests of the Bishop and standards 
of the Board. The calling coordinator does "chain calling", 
calling one member and asking her to call another to inform 
the Board about a sick Mother or an emergency. Chain 
calling enables the Mothers to stay alerted to the needs of 
their "sisters"4 of the Board and their church family. The 
office of counselor is held by the eldest Mother, 92 year 
old Mother McLoy. She is the only living member from FMBC's 
first Mother's Board. Mother is a position that a woman 
holds until death, and a title she holds even in death. The 
board is a board of equals, however amongst the Board 
4 Sister is a familial title that the Mothers use amongst themselves 
which indicates the affective ties and equality within the Board.
38
members the eldest in age are held in high esteem among the 
younger Mothers. The Board is appointed a male minister to 
serve the Mothers, assisting the Mothers with practical 
needs such as locating a plumber.
Every month the Mothers first conduct a closed meeting 
before opening their meetings to outsiders. They then begin 
their open session with prayer and a song of worship led by 
the president after which the announcements are made of 
upcoming events and the agenda items are addressed. The 
Mothers share a scripture each and expound upon it, 
afterward one of the teachers gives a lesson from the 
Bible. The members discuss the lesson and its life 
applications. Following the discussion the women make 
final comments and collect any dues or debts that are owed. 
They adjourn the meeting with a benediction.
Mission. The Mothers and the Bishop have the same 
mission in mind: to impart spiritual wisdom and the 
knowledge to the younger generation to both survive and 
thrive. As a mother for her children, the Mothers are 
concerned about the entire congregation. Mother McNowell 
says that the Board, "to the church is similar to the 
mother in the home. The home isn't complete without a 
mother and I just think that the Mothers in the church is 
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the same way. It's just not complete without the Mothers." 
McNowell continues, "They're shoulders to cry on, they're 
ears to hear, they're there ta help in tryin' times."
Activities Before Mothering. In their younger years, 
before they were Mothers, the women of the Board were 
involved in different departments of the church. Being, an 
active member is a prerequisite for becoming a Mother. Some 
Mothers served as deaconess. In the Baptist church, this 
means that their husbands were deacons, lead servants in 
the church* who serve communion, collect tithes and 
offerings, clean and prepare the church for worship 
services, lead prayers and hymns, and personally assist or 
accompany the pastor. The deaconesses are also lead 
servants, preparing the sacrament, making the bread for the 
sacrament, dressing and presenting the candidates for 
baptism, and cooking for fellowships with visiting 
churches. Mothers also taught Sunday school. In the 
Baptist Church, Sunday school is a place where women teach 
scripture to men, women, boys, and girls. Here women pass 
on Biblical knowledge and insight, along with its 
application to life long struggle and endurance. The 
Mothers, in discussing their teaching experience, 
emphasized that they taught out of their experience as a
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Christian Black woman, conveying a clear understanding of 
race, gender, and class oppression. Education at church for 
some of the Mothers is the only education they were able to 
whole-heartedly pursue. In their youth, many of the 
counties the Mothers came from did not allow Black children 
to go to school beyond the eighth grade and tenth grade. 
The Bishop's sister-in-law attended the eighth grade three 
times because she loved learning and was prohibited from 
going to high school. Poor incomes left some of the women, 
while yet teenagers, with few alternatives. Mother Dobson 
says,
I was sixteen when I married, I was sixteen years 
old when I got married and I had just complete 
the tenth grade and my husband, which my husband 
now he asked me to marry and I just decided to 
marry, 'cause in my home town I saw there was no 
future for me. I knew I couldn't go to college 
and I was just barely going to school. Because I 
would stay home some days and take care of my 
little brother and my sister go ta school.
For elderly women who were in similar situations, 
Sunday school and Christian education provided by the 
church are invaluable joys. Mother Dobson describes how 
she used education provided by First Missionary Baptist:
And now coming to First Missionary cause I joined 
and went and took the all the classes that was 
available to me. Because I thought it was one of' 
the most exciting and wonderful thing because I 
always had that thing of wanting to learn 'cause 
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I didn't have the opportunity to go to college or 
go do a lot of things and so I had that in my 
mind, I wanted to know I always wanted to know 
sumin' ya know.
Some Mothers have been ushers, choir members, or 
biological mothers of ministers. One Mother is a minister. 
Collectively they have expertise in the majority of the 
ministries and understand the broad vision of the church. 
They are able to propel the congregants they nurture toward 
the vision that the pastor has laid out for the church 
family. The Mothers have experience participating in nearly 
all the facets of ministry. It is important that the 
Mothers are knowledgeable of the workings of the church so 
that they can teach out of their experience. The president, 
Mother Potry discusses the Board members having "walked" or 
experienced what they teach, "The Mother's Board consists 
of a group of elder women that have walked the -walk and 
you're not just talking the talk but you can walk the walk 
too. And to set an example for the younger women."
The Title "Mother". Veneration of the mother has been 
a part of the African and African American tradition for 
hundreds of years. Society in the United States has always 
engaged in blaming Black motherhood for the problems that 
befall the African American community (Collins 2000). The 
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stereotype of the Mammy, the welfare recipient, the single 
mother, and the matriarch in the role of Black mother tell 
a different story than the reality of these honorable Black 
mothers of the Mother's board. The reverence the church 
family has for its Mothers is a glaring refutation of the 
infamous stereotypes adopted by society at large including, 
through socialization, the subliminal suggestions that 
African Americans have unfortunately come to accept within 
the church.
Mother McNowell describes the woman to whom the title
Mother should be given,
In the church she should be a role model, she 
should be in the Word, know the Word of God, she 
should also be there for the pastor should he 
need her to see after a family or after a certain 
person to assist him in things that may not be 
appropriate for him to do. Also a Mother's life 
should be blameless and spotless from the world 
and she should be there to teach the young women 
how to love their husband and how to treat their 
families, how to be chaste housekeepers at home, 
and how to cook and feed her family, teach young 
women how to be in modest apparel, to teach them 
to observe the good things from the bad and not 
to get involved in anything that would not be 
Christ-like, how to be a lady, how to sit, how to 
speak, how to be kind-hearted, and how to observe 
what she would want to be like if Christ would 
come and find her.
Clearly this vision of the Black mother is not one
that is shared by the larger society.
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Membership. There are various ways to join the Mothers 
Board. Generally, the elderly woman will approach the board 
and then be sent to answer questions to be approved by the 
Bishop. Mother McLoy, who is well acquainted with the 
procedure for joining the Board, discusses the process,
4
"Well that comes under the pastor or the Bishop. If a 
Mother, if a lady that she has kinda slown down in her work 
and she wants or have the desire to be a Church Mother she 
goes to the Bishop, Bishop okays it and she becomes a
Church Mother." Seldom is the elderly woman turned down by 
the Board. Once on the Board, if a Mother is deemed 
ineligible, her removal will be promptly requested by the 
Board, reviewed by the Bishop and carried through. The 
Mothers may find a woman ineligible if she dresses 
provocatively, if she is constantly attempting to seduce 
men, if she is the cause of contention within the Board, if 
she is not able to adhere to values of the Board or follow 
directives from the Bishop. The Mothers reflect on how they 
themselves joined the Board and how their peers got on.
Invitation. There are Church Mothers who are asked by 
other Church Mothers to join. Mother Hearst recalls "I was 
asked to join, to become apart of the board." Being asked 
by Mothers to join the Mother's Board is an honor. Mother 
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Bradden's account of her entry to the board illuminates the 
procedure of becoming a part of the board. In her account 
she explains the method. The eldest Mother at the time, 
Mother Shepard, first consulted the Bishop to put Mother 
Bradden on. Mother Bradden remembers vividly,
I was sitting on the far side way over in the 
back on the organ side, and one Sunday, I saw 
her. She got up and she came around where I was 
and she asked me would I join the Mother's Board.
I said, "Join the Mother's Board?" So I joined in 
'87, mighta been '88. So I say "Well, if you 
think that you want me then [...] ." So she say 
"Yeah we want you!" I say "Well if that's what 
you say." She had okayed it with the Bishop. I 
didn't ask, she had okayed it, and she said "We 
accept you." And I had never joined, I didn't 
join, I just start, she did that, nen [then] 
Mother Shepard come.over 'n gimme the money, made 
me the treasurer and I been the treasurer ever 
since.
Because of the dynamics of the Mother's Board, being
asked is an invitation into an exclusive ministry and
status. Within the walls of the church there is not
another ministry comparable to this ministry in the
handling of business and sisterhood. To be asked means
that the honoree belongs to something that is important.
She thus becomes more confident in her position as Mother.
Although being invited to join is considered a special
honor, the invited women are not held in higher esteem than 
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other Mothers who attained membership in other ways. The 
Mothers are particular with whom they invite. It is rare 
that women are "recruited" as the Board, many Mothers 
plainly stated, "We don't go out recruiting Church 
Mothers." The minister assigned to the Board, who is 
unfamiliar with the mores of the Board, came to the 
Mother's ministry meeting to suggest that the Mothers 
recruit more women to join the Board. "We need to pull 
other older women in, go out recruit women to the 
ministry!" No "Amens" there. There was a respectful 
silence, the Mothers did not verbally respond to the 
comment. It is known among them that recruiting is hot 
such an activity for the Mother's Board. Either one 
desires to be a Mother or does not. "You have to have a 
desire and have been a faithful Christian" (Mother McLoy). 
A woman called5 to the ministry of mothering will often be 
invited by a Mother or seek out the position of Church 
Mother.
5 Being called, or answering a call, is a phrase used amongst 
Christians to indicate a human's response to and acceptance of the 
By request. Some of the Church Mothers requested 
admission. They went to the president of the Mothers Board 
and then to the Bishop for approval to be on the Board. One 
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of the younger Church Mothers, Mother Furlow, after ‘ 
observing members in action during service and elsewhere, 
came to the conclusion "I just thought it would be a good 
group and I asked." Similarly, Mother Phifer confidently 
approached the Board, "With me all I did was ask. I knew I 
had the age requirement because right now, in a few weeks 
I'11 be seventy years, so I knew I had the age requirement, 
and I've only been on the Mother's Board for about a year." 
Mother Lynn, the youngest Mother approached the Bishop for 
entry to the board because some Board members were 
concerned about her age.
Well I had to go through the pastor. Um I guess 
like I said by me being my age I wanted to join 
the Mother's Board, they were a little skeptical 
about me joining. I had to get permission from 
the Bishop about joining the Mother's Board and 
then I guess he spoke with them and they 
accepted.
Informal Entry. There are women who are called 
"Mother" before they get on the Mother's Board. Some women 
are informally acknowledged as "Mother". The informality 
does not allow for church consent to her Motherhood or 
authority, it is only by the sentiment of individuals that 
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assignment they believe God has given the individual.
the woman is acknowledged. Sometimes the title "Mother" 
sticks. Mother John recounts,
I have a group of womens and one of 'em Shirley 
Bird Minister she started calling me 'Mother', 
and I got this name 'Mother' and then the rest of 
'em had start calling me 'Mother' some of them 
calls me Mother Doris, and then they insist that 
I really should be on the Mother's Board that I 
really was a Mother from my heart.
Qualifications. How does a woman get the approval of 
the Board? How does a woman qualify to be a Church Mother? 
The qualification to be a Mother is succinctly framed 
within Mother McLoy's term the "Christian Experience". 
According to many of the Board members with whom I spoke, 
the Christian experience is developed over the years, an 
experience that amasses wisdom, skill, and builds rapport 
among the church family. "Christian experience is someone 
who not only has a relationship with God but a fellowship 
with God. And they disciples; a disciple which means a 
follower of Christ, sharing the good news of the Gospel of 
Christ which offers salvation freely to everyone" (Mother 
McLoy). The relationship with God, and being a disciple of 
Christ is further expounded on by Mother Potry the 
president of the Mother's Board. "You should be doing 
something for the work of the Lord, like you should be 
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coming to some classes, you should be coming to Sunday 
school, you should be steadfast with your service, your 
attendance and exemplifying what is holiness you know." 
Mother Ball says the Christian experience is inclusive of 
"teaching, loving, obeying the pastor and trying to help 
everyone that's in the church." The Christian experience is 
an accumulated experience that the Mothers describe as full 
of devotion to studying the Bible, faith in Christ, avid 
church work, and modesty in both attire and posture. In 
discussing the consistency of a Church Mother's life, 
Mother Dobson explains that a Mother does not attempt to 
"fool" anyone. She expresses the necessity to be genuine as 
a Mother.
Just because you're behind the closed door and 
nobody, you think, don't nobody else know 
whatchya doin' or see, but I don't have that kind 
of life my life is an open book. The way you see 
me? The way you see me now that's way I'm at 
home. That's my life, it's my life! I live it, I 
don't talk it. I live it! I walk it! That's what 
it's all about, being a Church Mother, being able 
to live it, not just talk it! Glory! Thank Ya! 
But it's been Jesus it wasn't me, it was Jesus.
The Mothers are quite conscious of others' perception.
The church's perception of the board can hinder or promote 
their ministry. Mother McNowell suggests that Church 
Mothers are to "be blameless and spotless from the world." 
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Many of the board members cite Titus 2:3 to describe the 
Biblical qualifications of the position of Mother, it 
reads, "The aged women likewise, that they be in behaviour 
as becometh holiness, not false accusers, not given to much 
wine, teachers of good things..." Biblically this is required 
of the aged women so "That they may teach the young women 
to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their 
children, to be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, 
obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not 
blasphemed" (Titus 2:3-5). In meeting all of these 
qualifications the Mothers feel as though they 
authoritatively exemplify Black Christian womanhood.
Walking the Walk. The traditions of mothering from the 
South define the activities and sentiments of the Board, 
and each woman who will join the board will either bring 
these sentiments with her or learn and adopt them. The 
oldest member is 92 years of age; she draws from over a 
hundred years of models of mothering from her own mother 
and grandmother. The rest of the Mothers also adhere to 
the precedents for motherhood set by their mothers, 
grandmothers, and other elder women. The Mothers honor 
motherhood as a sacred ministry that they themselves have 
been ministers and ministered to. The Black southern 
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customs of natural mothers are encapsulated in the Church 
Mothers' ministry. Here they set a broader definition for 
the women of the church of what mothering is. Many of the 
Church Mothers are grandmothers and caregivers to family 
members and others. Mother Potry was babysitting her 
granddaughter during the interview. Mother Furlow adopted 
her niece, has grandchildren, and foster children who live 
with her. She also allows the neighbors' children to come 
over and eat and play. Mother Ball's children and 
grandchildren live in her home. Mother Dobson took in three 
of her sister-in-law's children while caring for her own 
nine children. She said she had revelations from God about 
them just like they were her own children. Mother Dobson 
also is employed as an in-home caregiver for sick elderly 
women, which she views as an extension of mothering. Mother 
McLoy has taken care of her mother, nieces, in-laws' 
children, and foster children.
Mothering amongst the Mother's Board permeates all 
aspects of their lives. The Board is emphatic about 
"walking the walk," never seeing the need to separate the 
spiritual from practical, everyday actions.
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Ideals of Motherhood
The Mothers draw from a long history of the ideals of 
women determined to survive slavery, and ideals of Black 
evangelical womanhood and motherhood (Brooks 1980; 
Higginbotham 1993). They express ideals and convictions 
that powerful Black Baptist women have adhered to since the 
emergence of the genteel, race conscious nineteenth century 
"Black Victoria" (Carlson 1992). The Mothers and the women 
they instruct find these ideas pertinent to the present 
day.
Mothering Single or Married. A few of the' Mothers of 
the Board discuss mothering from a single mother's point of 
view. They advise from personal experiences and advise 
specifically single mothers on how to provide for their 
children and conduct themselves as single younger women. 
Mother Bradden points out the appropriate conduct of a 
single mother who dates.
Well, I have to say this to you, if a mother's on 
dope, using dope, drinking, parties, John cornin' 
in stayin' long as he wants and John goin' and 
Gee cornin' in and my children in there, she's a 
person, but she's not a Christian person.
Because she would not let her girls or her boys 
see this; ain' no way if she was! A Christian 
woman wouldn't let 'em come in over her children. 
That's why I said you would have to be saved. 
You wouldn't do that. No way!
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She believes that a Christian woman cannot be godly if 
she abuses drugs, alcohol, or stays out late partying. 
These actions do not exemplify a "chaste life," and also 
equate to neglect. In discussing the mother's possible 
beaus Mother Bradden uses the phrase "come in over" meaning 
taking supremacy over the mother-child relationship. This 
type of woman has incorrectly prioritized her 
relationships. Another understanding of the phrase is to 
allow "John" or "Gee" to stay or come as they wish is to 
subject the children to another authority which is 
unacceptable. Bradden suggests that fornication and an 
unruly household is the antithesis of Christian mothering. 
The Mother's Board emphasizes biblical standards of 
mothering such as the text they regularly reference, Titus: 
2, "to be sober, discrete, chaste." These types of 
behaviors are encouraged not only because of adherence to 
scriptures but to refute the stereotypes that for so long 
assaulted the personhood of the African American woman in 
the secular sphere.
The Mothers instruct young mothers to be guides to 
their children, leading them through trials, teaching them 
lessons about friendship, finances, marriage, courtship, 
and education. Mothers are to be "conservative in the 
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home" Mother Potry instructs. A resourceful mother will
have,
some rice, ya always have some potatoes, you 
always have some flour, you always have some 
sugar, and you know eggs and shortening, and from 
that you know babies are hungry maybe you don't 
have money, babies are hungry you can cook them 
some French fries, potatoes, you can make baked 
potatoes you can cook a cake you can cook some 
cookies.
This is a strategy to provide a meal for the children
no matter the financial constraints. A conservative and
resourceful list of ingredients enabled Autry's mother to
survive financially and successfully to feed her children.
Mothers are to protect their children by making them
acutely aware of the dangers that are present in society so
that the children can fare better in life than the mother 
did.
The Mother's Board advocates getting children involved
in church and after school activities to assure that the
children are fully functional in society. The mother is
encouraged to keep a functional relationship with the
children's father if she is not married. If the father is
present and he is not able to provide monetarily for the
family, or emotionally neglects the family, Mother Hearst's
response is "the man is the head but sometimes the mother
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has to take over the head." Mother Dobson concurs "You have 
to be the strong person even though you don't want it...not 
that I wanted some of those roles but I had to do it."
The Mothers understand the hardships of mothering. 
They willing share the pains and the j oys of mothering. 
Mothers know the difficulties of single parenting, the 
sorrow of losing a child, the daily exhaustion of working 
all night to come home to take care of the children and a 
husband. They discuss their human fragility and their 
complete dependency upon God. They are equipped to share 
valuable experiences with the women.
The Mothers air their grievances with the younger 
women also. They believe that the younger mothers are not 
teaching their children to respect the elderly or receive 
correction. Mother Bradden criticizes those younger 
mothers who say "this is my child!" Collins (1990; 2000) 
discusses bell hooks' insights on children being private 
property in a capitalist system, but that the African 
American community has resisted the idea of children as 
private property. This however is changing as the younger 
generation attempts assimilation. The "my child" ideology 
is understood as a stark contrast with the African notion 
of the village, Christian beliefs and African American
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understanding of community within First Missionary Baptist
Church.
The Role of Wife. The Mothers of the Mother's Board
emphasize taking care of the home which includes the
husband. The Mothers cherish marriage and the man. They
do not over-emphasize the position of the male headed
household but they do discuss keeping the continuity of a
household when a man is present. "Wifely etiquette" is
discussed in Mother Bradden's interview
If your husband's a deacon and your husband 
serving communion you shouldn't be sittin' in the 
back of the church wit jean pants on. You should 
be sittin there in where you suppose to be 
sittin' to give him support. He's up there 
servin' the communion you sit back there with 
jean pants on. I told this young lady, and that 
has been over five or six years ago and she never 
did it. She said she really didn't think and she 
didn't know and now she appreciates that. But I 
told her with love, I says cause you's a deacon's 
wife so you gon' wanna show that, what the church 
gon' think?
Most of the Mothers are widows who eagerly enlighten
women in the "do's and don'ts" of marriage. Mother Phifer
finds her satisfaction in being a Mother by assisting women 
to save their marriages.
The Role of Teacher. Teaching is central to mothering.
Teaching encompasses training and disciplining children on 
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a consistent basis. The Mothers explicitly speak of 
lessons that should be passed on. Teach the children 
manners, respect for authority, to listen to wisdom and 
receive correction, to be godly, how to pray, how to 
respect the elderly, good citizenship, and to have a strong 
sense of who they are as African Americans and as 
Christians. These lessons are to prepare children for 
independence as African American women and men. The lessons 
are for spiritual growth and physical survival. Many 
mothers of Black children train their children to be 
conscientious of their surroundings and to quickly learn 
society's normative behaviors because the consequence of 
not learning quickly at home may cost the Black child in a 
racist society their life. For instance, unlike White 
mothers, Black mothers train their sons and daughters how 
to behave toward police. Black mothers may teach their 
children how to discern the motives of White authorities or 
to avoid people or places that may cause the child to be 
under suspicion.
The Mothers do not underestimate the gravity of 
lessons to be learned. They suggest corporal discipline for 
children who are defiant. "Spare the rod, spoil the child!" 
is a common phrase used and adhered to among many elderly 
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people to describe the manner a wayward child can be 
corrected. Spanking a child is not cruelty if it is 
warranted. A spanking or a "whoopin"— in African American 
parlance—is warranted if the child's mother repeats a 
command numerous times and the child is disobedient. If 
the child becomes confrontational and constantly challenges 
the authority of the mother, this warrants a "whoopin." If 
after being thoroughly warned about a hazardous activity by 
the mother, the child puts her or his self in danger by 
engaging in that activity, this may also warrant a 
spanking. A spanking is used as a method of intervention 
to stir the child away from harm, death, loss or failure. 
Mother Hearst describes how she mothers a young woman at 
church. Mother instructs the young woman to avoid romantic 
relationships that damage her self-esteem.
So I've been working with this young lady as I 
said for three years and she asked me to be like 
a substitute mom. So when she has a problem she 
call, we pray, we get it together, if she doesn't 
do what she supposed to do I threaten to wack her 
and did too, and she knows that and I said if you 
asked me to be your mom I will spank your behind 
and I'll do it, you know.
The woman knows the reason Mother Hearst 
threatens to spank her is not to cause her bodily harm, but 
because Mother Hearst wants to quickly intervene and
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correct behaviors that will lead her back into an 
undesirable relationship. The Church Mothers teach young 
mothers that good mothers teach their children Biblical 
standards and life skills.
Christian Experience of Mothers
The Christian Experience is a term coined by Mother 
McLoy. In interviews of women in this study, the Christian 
Experience is a process that is usually only fully 
understood by those who are elderly because they have had 
years of experience to achieve it.
They believe that the elderly woman must be a disciple 
of Christ observing the teaching and commandments of the 
Bible. She must have the desire to share the Gospel of 
Christ and His salvation.
"The woman is to have fellowship with God not just a 
relationship with God," specified Mother McLoy. McLoy 
distinguishes fellowship from relationship. Fellowship 
indicates intimacy that extends beyond God to servant. They 
know God personally as friend with whom they engage in 
discussions, inquiry, and dialogue.
The Mothers discussed their fellowship with God, the 
Son of God and the Holy Spirit. The Baptists are
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Trinitarian6 in their doctrine as the majority of Protestant
6 Trinitarian is defined as one Godhead in three persons, the Father,
churches are.
Mother Potry discussed her fellowship through
illustration of joining the church. She explains she gets 
her revelations early in the morning or just after she 
wakes Up. She believes that the devil tried to stop her 
from joining the church using stomach aches to hinder her, 
but she joined despite the pains.
And as the devil would have it I was having a lot 
of acid reflux and you know I always kept a 
[inaudible] when I stayed at church, but my 
stomach started, and this stuff started to bother 
me so bad that Sunday morning I said look like 
I'm gonna have to go home from Sunday school you 
know cause it was nothing but the devil tryin to 
fight my system ya know and so but I fought 
through it and I joined church that Sunday 
morning. But I had had that revelation as I was 
getting out of bed that you gonna join church 
this morning you should join church this morning... 
and I have not been miserable or sad one minutes 
since I joined that church. So that just lets you 
know that it was God uh huh, He just satisfied me 
ya know.
Mother Bradden's baptism when she was eleven years old 
reveals the beginning of her fellowship. She was deathly 
afraid of snakes and there was one swimming toward her in 
the lake while she was being baptized. She asked God to 
make the snake go away if she had received true religion.
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"He [the snake] was no more there" when Mother Bradden came 
up from her immersion.
I joined the church and was baptized when I was 
about eleven years old. I can remember the date, 
I can remember the lake [burst of laughter]when I 
went down. Well I remember when them two deac, 
that deac an preacher kept me under that water 
'cause there was a snake! We was in a little, ah 
whatchya call it? Like in the country with a 
stream, little rivers and I was so afraid of 
snakes and I went out there; there was a lot of 
us and they led me out there. I looked and here 
comes this snake! It was way off from me in this 
water, any other time I know I woulda broke 
aloose from that deacon preacher and start 
runnin'. He [snake] was coming towards me. And I 
said to the Lord I say "if I have religion when 
they bring me up don't let me see that snake!" I 
ain' thought about that snake no mo for years, he 
was no more there. And that's what makes me know 
today....
Mother Hearst says that God has given her the ability 
to embrace a woman or any congregant and sense that he or 
she is in distress. Mother Dobson began her fellowship with 
God when she married, "that's when my prayer life began".
She said that God gave her a vision of all of her children 
before she conceived them.
When I got married and before I got married I had 
visions but I didn't understand them. And even 
before I got married the Lord showed me my 
chilren before they was born even before they 
were conceived they was in a lil clustah and I 
couldn't count 'em. So when I got married and
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 
61
began to bear chilren it didn't bother me because 
I knew I was gonna have quite a few chilren so it 
didn't bother me. And that's when my prayer life 
began, after I got married, because I didn't know 
what to say to the Lawd 'fore I begin to have 
children and then I was so sick I thought I had 
to pray, because if I didn't pray I thought I was 
gonna die! I was just that ill! And I had end up 
wit nine chilren, I have five boys and four girls 
and ah I just praise the Lord for them. Yeah, 
they all wonderful children. And that's when my 
prayer life began, that's when I began to really 
know and understand who God was in my life.
Veneration. The Mothers are venerated by members of
the congregation as well as the leadership many times
because of their fellowship with God. They are frequently
used as examples of wisdom and womanhood in sermons and by
the church family. Brown (1994)discusses the repeated use
of the title Mother in reverential manners that perpetuate 
the veneration of Mothers among women and men. "[-The] Use 
of 'mother' as a metaphor for esteemed womanhood in sermon, 
song, and prayer, not only contributes to women's prestige 
but also requires the active complicity of men for its 
expression"(10). Men actively participate in the veneration 
of the Mother's Board and embrace matrifocal bonds.
Their special seating also indicates their status 
within the church (Watson 1986). Their uniform, white 
dresses and hats, makes them highly visible among 
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congregates. Mother Hearst expounds on the seating 
arrangement and the uniforms.
I feel the significance of us being near the 
front of the church, is so we are noticed by the 
other membership of the church and the white is 
to signify that we are the Mothers, so that 
people will know who we are, that have problems, 
or going through something or they know that's 
someone they can talk to. You know they come to 
me. I talk to them. They receive advice or help— 
whatever they need.
Age, wisdom, and life experience are highly valued
within the congregation. Collins (2000) discusses the ways 
in which African Americans distinguish knowledge from 
wisdom. Personal knowledge gathered from experience and 
practical application is wisdom which is "key" to survival 
for oppressed Black women. In this regard the Mothe'rs 
Board is a group of wise survivors. Mother Hearst boasts 
"I've been where you're tryin' to get!"
Sisterhood. Mother Potry explains that the board has a
"sistership bond." The friendship and fellowship the
Mothers have is uncommon in the ministries throughout the
church. This was evident by their secretive closed session 
that the Board may serve as a sorority for the Mothers as 
well as a ministry. The Mothers associate outside of board 
business. They are involved in one another's daily lives.
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Mothers grocery shop together, talk on the phone, and do 
visitations to nursing homes together. This "sistership 
bond" is a means for a social life and survival. Mother 
Hearld plainly explains, "When you are single and old you 
huddle together."
In a society in which the elderly are swept aside to 
live and die in relative isolation, the Mother's Board 
provides respite. If a Mother is sick, the telephone chain 
is employed. One Mother contacts another Mother who 
contacts another Mother and so forth to inform everyone of 
the sick Mother's condition of health. If a Mother's 
relative is sick they visit the relative. They are 
consistent with their care. Mother Phifer comments that 
the Mothers must stay together, "We know we're old...people ) 
don't want to be bothered with us." This "sistership" / 
ensures that the Mothers' needs will be met. If a Mother is 
sick another Mother will bring her soup and change her bed 
linens. Mother Potry explains that it is common sense 
within in the Board to take charge domestically of the 
Mother's home who is incapacitated, "If I'm sick don't ask 
'can I wash the dishes?' You just do it!" Mother Potry 
often checks an older sister Mother Bradden and runs 
errands for her.
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Beyond church, the Mothers spend time in prayer with 
each other asking God for relief from bodily pain and the 
restoration of health. Every Mother knows each other's 
difficulties and ailments. If a Mother is absent on a 
Sunday morning another Mother will call or go visit the 
absent Mother and she is updated on coming events so she 
will have an option to participate. The Mother may retell 
the sermon. If someone is sick during the Christmas season 
one of the Mothers will bring food to the sick Mother.
Although some of the members mentioned that the women 
can be "grouchy," "disagreeable," and "frowning," Mother 
Hearld said the Mothers were always "laughing, hugging, and 
being friendly with one another." Being able to argue and 
"make up" was a feature many of the women mentioned to 
emphasize their close sisterhood. Laughing, arguing, and 
hugging were what drew Mother Hearld to the Board.
The Board women advise each other. Mother Hearst 
respects and loves older women; she gleans wisdom from them 
and they help her in what she calls her "Christian walk." 
One evening Mother Sally Shepard and Mother Ophelia Ponder 
called Mother Hearst on a night that she was suicidal over 
becoming blind. One Mother called after the other. Neither 
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Mother knew the other was calling. Hearst proclaims they 
were used by the Holy Spirit to spare her life.
The Mothers Board is a sisterhood. "We just, you know, 
we don't go out recruiting Church Mothers, you know, you 
have to have a desire and have been a faithful Christian" 
(McLoy). Individually and collectively, the Board maintains 
high morale and security amongst the Mothers.
Church Family
The church family is the congregation. Within the 
congregation all the family that a member of the 
congregation needs is provided. The Mothers of the church 
and the leadership of the church are strategic in 
maintaining the environment of community. First Missionary 
Baptist Church has retained the communal essence of the 
African American community like other Black churches around 
the nation. To that end, Bishop Hearns in his sermons 
discusses the history of the church from its humble 
beginnings in a tent and his beginnings as a sharecropper. 
The majority of the Mothers migrated to California from 
Southern states, and have lived through blatant racism and 
exploitation in both regions of the country. Embodying 
history, the Mothers draw from times before "Surrender", as 
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Mother Ball refers to the time before the Civil War, and 
reach far into a place that many African Americans realize 
they have traveled through. The commonality of the 
adversities faced in oppression necessitate that the people 
develop ties and networks that will ensure not only 
survival but create a context in which they may thrive. As 
Eurocentric assimilation and the individualistic approach 
encroach on the African American community, the Black 
Church has resisted these norms of the mainstream.
In the church there are Mothers, there are sisters, 
and there are brothers, but there is no title of "Father" 
applied to any person. The pastor serves as a father 
figure, but unlike Catholics and other Christian 
denominations the only reference to "Father" common in the 
church family is in reference to God. This is a Biblical 
standard that is taught within the Protestant church. 
Protestants cite Biblical references of God being "the 
Father" and Jesus Christ referring to God as his Father. 
They also compare having one Father to Biblical texts that 
define the Christian family such as cited in Matthew 
12:48,50. Jesus states "For whoever does the will of my 
Father in heaven is my brother, and sister, and mother." 
According to their assessment, when applied to the church 
67
family, the "Father" is the sole title and familial role of 
God. Interestingly, this parallels Sudarkasa's (1981) 
findings in West African societies, "In some polygynous 
West African societies, the children of the same father but 
different mothers referred to one another as brothers and 
sisters"(52). Black Baptists consider themselves to be of 
the same "Heavenly Father," while maintaining the West 
African tradition of elevating the wise and aged women as 
Mothers.
The church family embraces the Church Mother because 
she personifies history and victory. Victory over race, 
class, and gender oppression, and, as the Mothers have 
testified, victory over "the devil". Her very title 
conjures emotional associations to the church members' 
understanding of mother.
Mothering the Family. The Mothers understand that 
their specific role is to be an example for the younger 
women. In order for the younger women to receive wisdom 
from the Mothers, the Mothers make themselves approachable 
by smiling at the young women, giving them compliments, and 
approaching the women if the Mothers perceive a need. 
Mother Hearst talks about the loss of her sight not 
hindering her from reaching out;
68
we got people who are so wrapped up tangled up 
and tied up in themselves that they can't see the 
hurting, there are people that set next to you 
and hurt they can't even see them. I don't see 
and yet I can sense when a person is hurting, all 
I have to do is touch you and that's a gift from 
God, it has nothing to do with me. I can hug you 
and tell when your hurt.
Empathy is discussed by both Mother Lynn and Mother
Furlow. Mother Lynn recalls an incident where a woman was 
crying throughout service and she said she "sensed in her 
spirit" something was wrong.
Um there was a young lady that was sitting in the 
congregation and she kept crying and she kept 
cyring it wasn't really a young lady it was an 
older lady and I was sitting with the Mothers... 
but she kept crying and I kinda glanced over at 
her cause my spirit kinda sensed that something 
is wrong . And so I got up and I went across the 
isle and I sat with her, I put my arm around her 
and asked if she's okay. She just started crying 
and hugged, Bishop was speaking, and... I say come 
on and go with me. And I got her up and we went 
into one of the offices and I talked with her and 
I prayed with her and I asked her what was wrong. 
And she started tellin' that her father was 
ailing and that her family was just all in an 
uproar everyone was at each other and ah I prayed 
with her and I prayed for her father and her 
family, and we came back in and I sat with her 
the rest of the service, and afterwards I took 
her up for prayer. Now whenever I see her she's 
in church all the time with her daughter and 
whenever I see her daughter she's like my mom 
asked about you and she said she loves you. You 
know that made me feel good yeah and whenever I 
see her, shes a very quiet lady she talks lower, 
and whenever I see her she always run and hug me 
and tell me she loves me.
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In her discussion of Black feminist epistemology
Collins (2000) notes that among African American women 
there is a traditional "capacity for empathy" which she 
believes capacitates dialogue soldering "emotion" and 
"intellect" (Collins 2000:263). Mother Lynn states "A 
Church Mother is someone that empathize with young mothers 
and with single mothers and the young girls cornin' up give 
'em the advice and help them know how to carry themselves 
as young ladies and be respectful." Furlow illustrates how 
she empathizes,
I try to be friendly and I try to come down to 
their level whichever it is or step up to their 
level, whatever position they are in life I try 
to be able to feel like I've been there and I 
understand what they're doing or what's happening 
in their lives and help them through....
Empathy of Church Mothers encourages women to approach and 
relate to the Board.
Formal and Informal Authority. The Mothers Board is 
well established in First Missionary Baptist Church. They 
are trusted, and entrusted by the leadership and 
congregation with authority. The Mothers use their 
authority to teach the younger women. They are to teach 
impartially with love, care, and sincerity. Mother Ball 
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says a Mother "learns" them all, "that's the love of God."
They instruct the women to excel in education and be active 
members in their communities. However some authority is 
compromised by younger mothers' understanding of family and 
community. Mother Spott voiced her displeasure concerning 
the attitudes people of the younger generation have adopted 
toward authority and acquiring wisdom,
You know but, ah, some of these young people, I 
wouldn't know how to approach them cause they 
curse you out and tell you to get out of their 
way some of 'em! They [children and teenagers] 
tell you to get out of there and then you have to 
have the parents to back you up, would the parent 
back you up in this instance? "No, I'm the 
mother, I tell 'em what to do, I'll tell 'em." So 
you don't really bother 'em unless you ask the 
mother can you do it. All these [Church]Mothers 
are half scared....
A child not being private property in the African 
American community as proposed by Collins (2000) is an 
endangered component of the church family. Steadily, 
Mothers are not able to exercise their duties of teaching, 
correction, and care because of the individualistic "my 
child" ideology being adopted by younger generations of 
mothers.
Continuity. One of the main functions of the Mothers 
Board is to transmit, as Bishop Hearns stated, "spiritual 
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information and life experiences" to the younger women.
The Mothers received their training from other Mothers who 
have passed within First Missionary Baptist Church (Caputo 
2001). Mother Potry discussed how Church Mothers cared for 
her after her divorce.
When I first came to First Missionary it was very 
hurting situation cause I was coming from a 
thirty year divorce and the Mothers just like 
Mother Shepard, Mother Shepard loved me and I 
loved Mother Shepard to her dyin' day and its 
like she just wrapped her arms around me and she 
was just there for me.
Mother Furlow recalled how the late Mother Scott
intervened in her economic situation, she said,
Yes, when I first came over here and I didn't get 
my finances all straightened up, it was a little 
difficult, and a Mother by the name of Mother 
Scott [helped me]and I think when I came I had 
retired and my money was all tangled up and I 
bought a house and I didn't know exactly what to 
do and she made me a Christmas basket, a 
Thanksgiving basket with all the food and 
everything, it was just so overwhelming. I 
didn't join the Mothers Board I was just in the 
Sunday school class and Mother tapped me on the 
shoulder and I said "oo-wee." It just blew me 
away you know.
Mother Hearst reflects on how Mother McLoy is "awesome
in the Word, full of the Word" and how much she has learned 
from this woman.
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Mother Bradden also discusses how the authority of the
Mothers translates within the Board itself. The younger
Mothers willingly learn from the older Mothers how to be 
Board Members and assimilate to the dynamics of the group.
She was given her station and has comfortably conformed to 
the position and its duties.
Many Mothers were heavily influenced before they 
arrived at First Missionary Baptist Church by Church 
Mothers from other Baptist congregations. Mother McLoy 
vividly remembers her mentor.
I remember the president at my former church her 
name was Jamie Johnson and I was a deaconess but 
I worked with the Mothers and she was the one 
that taught me how to make the communion bread 
and all of that even before I became a Mother, a 
Church Mother. So I remember her cause she was my 
inspiration and that's why I continue to be a 
Church Mother. She taught me the scripture, and 
we would come together and have prayer service 
together, well we just work together in the 
church in the associations she seem to been 
there always right by my side even when I was a 
younger women but she is my inspiration, she was 
always there to encourage me.
These examples of how the Mothers are currently
investing in other women of the church family reflect both
the oral tradition in the African American community and
the notion of skills being passed down by one generation 
after another.
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The continuity of passing on the ideas of a church 
"family" hinges largely on women who are willing to mother 
and be called Mother. Several Mothers stated that there 
are elder women who have no interest in being a Church 
Mother because of the stigma of old age attached to the 
title, however, because of the woman's age alone, she must 
endure the stereotypes of old age. The Mothers strive, 
despite the changing climate amongst the youth, to impart 
wisdom to younger women and empower them in motherhood. 
They have also done much to dispel stereotypes of old age 
such as being useless. The Mothers are anything but 
useless in the congregation which they serve. They continue 
to carry out their mission to teach and uphold the 




An elderly Black woman may just be referred to as 
"Katie" the janitor for the majority of the day, but when 
she encounters her church family or enters the sanctuary 
she is a venerated "Mother," respected for her age, wisdom 
and Godliness. She may walk out of someone else's kitchen 
and straight to the church's second row, a place in the 
sanctuary that her spiritual children have designated 
especially for her. A position of honor and influence is 
her rightful place.
Among other findings, this research on the Mother's 
Board reveals that, historically, in the Black Baptist 
Church, the Board grew out of a tradition of honor and 
respect for theses women. They occupy an indispensable 
place in church hierarchy, one that exemplifies their 
honored status. Making the elderly "useful" has been the 
focus of many researchers who study the aged. However, the 
Black Baptist Church has not had to contrive methods to 
make the elderly women feel useful. The Mothers are a 
necessity, crucial in making individual congregants a 
church family. Their sheer presence in church services, in 
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the role of Mother, speaks of their influence. Mother
Autry says, "just bein' there maybe's a message in 
itself, because maybe one day you came and maybe that row 
was cleaned out, it might make you know what type of 
influence that [we] might have." According to many with 
whom I spoke, including Mother Potry, the absence of the 
Mother's Board would be an unspeakable void. The Mother's 
Board cannot simply be recreated in different contexts; it 
thrives in a Black religious circle because it is here that 
the Board transcends societal stereotypes and expectation 
of elderly Black women. Their status arises out of the 
ancestral veneration of senior women and their experience. 
The mother role is bestowed spiritual significance and 
authority in an "ambivalent patriarchy" (Gilkes 1994:84).
Mothering has been so vital to the African American 
experience because during slavery women often served as the 
bond that held the family together. Because of the cruelly 
precarious nature of slavery that separated blood families, 
Black women filled the role of mother as much as was needed 
without hesitation (White 1983; Davis 1971; Collins 2000; 
Close 1997; Gilkes 1994). The separation of the blood 
mother from the children, the separation of the father from 
his wife and children, the children being sold to different 
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owners, the death or murder of mother or father, laboring 
long hours in the field or the master's house separated 
from the children, and poor food rations compelled 
"othermothers" (Collins 2000) to undertake the role that 
the blood mother would usually fill. The blood mother was 
more frequently allowed to stay with some of her children 
(White 1983). The mother was able to experience more 
stability than the father especially with her jobs being 
much more domestic (White 1983; Davis 1971). This is why 
networks like the "trash gang" are so important in the 
context of the Mother's Board (White 1983; Close 1997). 
Intergenerational networks such as the trash gang show how 
generations of mothers were trained during slavery. Old 
grandmothers, young mothers, pregnant mothers, and little 
boys and girls all worked together, being trained and 
instructed by the eldest women. The eldest women rained 
their expertise on all the generations, making them 
productive for the "big house," but more so giving them 
wisdom for their future in slavery (White 1983; Close 
1997). Now the Mothers of the Mother's Board rain their 
expertise upon the generations. Their ancestral notions of 
mothering from the plantation and West Africa imbue their 
spiritual role as Mother. In the African American
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community, the word "mother" triggers emotions of trust, 
care, and respect in a seemingly Pavlovian manner.
*> i
The Mothers take their role very seriously. They view 
their role as a calling. The Mothers of the Baptist church 
respond to the call of mothering with the zeal and 
intensity that others take to the calling of pastor or 
evangelist. "Walking the talk" is how the Mother's Board 
describes their role and influence on the congregation. The 
Mothers attribute their survival as Black women to their 
spiritual fortitude and at every opportunity willingly 
share with surety and candor "God's goodness" (Mother 
Hearst).
The church family takes the Mothers' spiritual calling 
just as seriously no matter her educational level or 
vocation. In contrast to the dominant culture's attitude 
toward its elderly, the church family respects women for 
their mothering abilitiesThe church family visibly 
venerates them. Among her spiritual children she is 
comparable to a griot, being the middle passage for 
spiritual guidance and African American history. When the 
Mother is with her Board members she is "Sister" valued, 
respected, understood and encouraged. This matrifocal 
network is shelter from the exploitation that elderly Black 
78
women face. The church protects the Mother's Board making 
sure that they are able to live safe and healthy, having 
food, shelter, and constant calls and visitations.
There has always been a place for mother figures in 
the African American community. Researchers such as 
Collins (2000) speak of the importance of mothers in the 
community. Women of the Mother's Board spoke openly about 
being Mother at home and in the community, making little 
distinction between the two. Mothering is not solely 
nurturing. Mothering is advocacy: spiritual, social, 
economic, etc. Following Collins' (2000) lead, I use 
advocacy in the context of the Mother's Board because they 
entreat the leadership on behalf of the children and 
younger "blood mothers." They voice the concerns of 
younger generations. Their keen perception of the cares of 
mothering makes them key leaders in the continued survival 
and resilience of Black blood mothers in the church family. 
Their lived experience along with the testimonies of their 
Church mothers, blood mothers, grandmothers, godmothers, 
play mothers, older aunts and cousins makes them fully 
competent to instruct younger women on how to be successful 
in surviving the oppression Black women face in U.S. 
society. These women carry hundreds of years of oral 
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history enabling them to instruct women on everything from 
how to interpret people's actions, feeding the children, 
fending off sexual predators, to how to behave while at 
work, how to save money for the unexpected, and even manage 
an organization. They epitomize how a woman can function as 
a mother without physically delivering a child.
This research adds to the literature on a neglected 
group of African American women. Their experience on the 
Mother's Board gives voice to women who have long been 
silenced in scholarship. My intent was to focus on their 
narrative. Allowing them to speak for themselves enriched 
the work. The women are authentic and primary sources on a 
group of women that have yet to be thoroughly discussed in 
academia. Collins (2000) discusses lived experiences as 
criterion of meaning. In discussing Black Feminist 
Epistemology, lived experience is a valued means by which
1 Black women-and others-gain knowledge (Collins 2000). This
\ knowledge does not undermine knowledge gained through 
academic studies, but it accentuates any knowledge the 
woman acquires in formal settings. The Mothers used a 
phrase when wanting to convey the certainty of their 
knowledge "I know that I know." Lived experience is 
primarily how one "knows that she knows." Women on the
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Board emphasized that what they taught was not 
theoretically contrived, but they "walked" the message they 
"taught." Yet, they exemplified that theory is derived 
from lived experience. I sought to guard the high value 
placed on lived experiences by focusing on the Mothers' 
narrative. Concurrently while focusing on the Board's lived 
experience, I emphasized their centrality in the matrifocal 
Black Baptist Church. Placing the academic lens on the 
experience of the church family and the Mothers Board 
revealed the unique recurrence of matrifocal networks in 
the African American community that originated in pre­
colonial West Africa, and gave these elderly Black women a 
voice in academia. These women are as acutely aware as 
Black female academicians that the Ebonic voice is not 
regarded as intelligent or scholarly in academia. I am 
humbled and honored that the women in this study conferred 
upon me the responsibility to preserve their dignity while 
blending their words and lived experience into scholarly 
work.
Presently, Eurocentric American ideals of the elderly 
are encroaching upon the Black Baptist church by way of 
young male leadership. They may not understand that the 
environment created by the matrifocal structure of the 
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church preserves the existing familial ethos. The focus on 
popularity and fortune, "growing the church," should not 
displace these elderly women. Societal emphasis on youth 
and financial prosperity revolve around ideals of 
productivity. The worth of the Mother's Ministry may be 
judged- according to how many members they have attracted or 
how much offering they have generated, both of which have 
nothing to do with the purpose of the Mother's Board. Their 
productivity resides in the nurturing and maintenance of 
the church as a family along with the transmission of 
history, knowledge, and means of survival, qualities that 
are not easily quantified.
Another Eurocentric theme that is appearing to 
threaten the church family and the authority of the 
Mother's Board is the child being seen as private property 
(Collins 2000). The privatization of children is a 
startling occurrence in the Black Baptist church. While in 
2006 it is still a grievous detriment for the entire 
responsibility of mothering to be set upon the biological 
mother as discussed earlier, Black mothers are slowly 
rejecting the intervention of women outside their blood 
network. The Mothers voiced their concerns about not being 
able to correct a wayward child because the biological 
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mother insisted that it was hers to correct. Many times the 
biological mother is a single parent rejecting a network 
that was prepared for her situation before she or her 
mother was born. The women of the Mother's Board believe 
that children are to be shared among the church family; 
their behavior, protection, and survival are the cares of 
the congregation. The children are learning to be 
individualistic without reverence for the elderly which are 
anti-Afrocentric themes. The Black Baptist church is one of 
the last familial bastions of the African American 
community that retains both the pre-colonial West African 
and the American slave community matrifocal structure.
The Mother's Board offers a rich field still to be 
explored. The fields of sociology, gerontology, religious 
studies and history have so much to gain from these women. 
There has yet to be research on the Board outside of the 
church, and how it weighs on the instruction they give 
within the church. Examining the retention and 
dissemination of oral history among the women is another 
exploration that should be embarked upon. Work and 
spirituality among the Mother's Board is still another 
facet of their experience that deserves exploration. This 
work hints at the profound role these women play in both 
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the church family and the community. Much more has yet to 
be said about this institution that, in so many ways, has 
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The pastor still reveres the Mother’s Board.
New Hope Missionary Baptist Church of San Bernardino, CA 
Mother-’s Board







Please state your name.
Where and when were you bom?
What grade level did you reach?
What was or is your occupation?
What is your marital status? (married, divorced, or widow)
What is your denominational background?
What are the activities you’ve been involved in since you’ve been a Christian?
What church are you apart of now?
How long have you been a member?
What are the different roles within the church, how is it organized?
What is a woman’s role in the home and society?
What is a natural mother?
What is a church mother?
How long have you been a church mother?
What is the Mother’s Board?
How does a woman join the mother’s board?
What is the criterion?
How does the Mother’s Board relate to the leadership of the church?
What is the mother’s role in church services?
How do you as a mother relate to younger women?
Could you give me an example of when you helped a younger woman?
Is there an example of when a church mother helped you as a younger woman? 
How do the mothers help each other?
What would you do if you were not on the mother’s board?
How do you find satisfaction in this role as a mother?
What other ministries are you involved in?
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